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The Cowley Family Saga—Part 3:  

Back to the Beginning© 
BY CHRISTINE JACKSON

Christine introduced 
us to the pioneering 
Cowley family in two 
previous ACR issues. 
In Fall 2013 she 
outlined the family's 
nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century 

Ottawa Valley history. Then in our Fall 
2014 issue she explained the variety of 
sources she used to trace the English 
origins of the family back into 
eighteenth-century Nottinghamshire, in 
the English Midlands. In this issue 
Christine describes how unconventional 
sources exposed the very earliest traces 
of this family and uncovered much more 
about the lives of early Cowley ancestors 
than a long-destroyed parish register 
could ever have done, while also 
revealing an entrepreneurial spirit in the 
family going back at least to the 
sixteenth century. 

 
So where did the Cowleys 
come from?   
This was the question with which I 
concluded Part 2 of the Cowley 
family story, at which point I had 
traced the Cowleys back to the mid-
1700s in Nottinghamshire.  

I had initially thought that the so-
called Cowley Charter, granted in 

1774 by the Royal Duchy of 
Lancaster to one Daniel Cowley of 
Ollerton, Nottinghamshire, might 
hold the answer to the Cowleys’ 
earliest origins. It had renewed an 
immunity from paying road and 
other tolls anywhere in the kingdom 
that had first been granted in 1629. 
One interpretation of the Charter 
claimed that it meant the Cowleys 
had actually lived in Ollerton since 
1629.1 But I found no Cowleys 
registered there before 1760, the 
year the first of Daniel Cowley’s four 
children was baptized. Searching 
further afield in the same county, 
the only possibility that the online 
databases at familysearch.org and 
ancestry.co.uk turned up was a 
“Danyal” Cowley baptized in 1731 
in Carburton, Nottinghamshire, son 
of another “Danyal” (both referred 
to hereafter as Daniel).  

After a careful review of the 1774 
Cowley Charter, I realized that all it 
had done was to renew a privilege 
first granted in 1629 to all tenants   
chy of Lancaster and that, in 1774, 

Daniel Cowley Jr. was one such 
tenant. The Charter did not, in fact, 
say or imply that the Cowleys had 
lived in Ollerton since 1629. I was 

Family History Research 
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therefore satisfied that “my” 
Cowleys had lived in Carburton in 
the early 1700s, and I went on to 
find Daniel’s siblings there—in a 
hamlet only six miles from Ollerton. 

My next step in the journey back 
was to find the marriage of Daniel’s 
parents. Starting my search for a 
marriage for a Daniel Cowley in 
Carburton, the online data sources 
turned up nothing, but I did find one 
in nearby Warsop. That marriage 
took place on 26 December 1726, 
following the issue the previous 
day―Christmas Day!―of a very 
informative marriage licence and 
bond.2 I understand it was not 
uncommon to be married on either 
Christmas Day or Boxing Day in 
those days, because those were the 
only days some people had off work. 

From the marriage licence I learned 
that Daniel Sr. was a husbandman 
(farmer) from Carburton, aged over 
25 years, and his bride was 
Elizabeth Smith of Warsop, aged “23 
years or thereabouts,” daughter of 

Robert Smith, shopkeeper of 
Warsop. When their son Daniel (b. 
1731) surrendered inherited 
copyhold lands in 1767, Robert 
Smith was named in the manorial 
documents as his grandfather and 
Elizabeth Cowley as his late mother, 
so I knew that the 1726 marriage 
licence was for the right couple.3 

Daniel Cowley Sr. certainly seemed 
to have been a person of 
consequence in his community by 
the time of his death, something 
that was attested to in an 1888 book 
I found online containing 
transcriptions from the early 
Carburton parish registers.4  

This book also contains all the 
monumental inscriptions that were 
to be found in St. Giles Church, 
Carburton (Figure 1) and even 
includes Daniel Sr.’s will 
(1769)―what a find, a genealogist’s 
dream! From this book I learned 
that in the chancel floor of St. Giles 
Church are three stones 
commemorating Daniel, his wife 
Elizabeth, and their young married 
daughter Elizabeth Bayley—and 
recording their death dates and 
ages! Daniel’s age of 71 at his death 
in January 1769 nicely matches a 
Daniel Cowley baptized in 1699 in 
Ashbourne, Derbyshire, son of Giles 
Cowley—according to the online 
databases, the only Daniel Cowley in 
the English Midlands to have been 
baptized around the right time to  

Figure 1: St Giles Church, Carburton 
Source: Author 
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have grown up to become Daniel 
Cowley of Carburton.  

I therefore began to feel 
comfortable with the notion that 
Daniel Cowley Sr. of Carburton and 
his predecessors could have come 
into Nottinghamshire from 
neighbouring Derbyshire. The next 
questions, however, were when did 
that move happen?—and why?  

The Move into  
Nottinghamshire 
Confirmation of a Cowley family 
move from Derbyshire came to me 
while searching in the University of 
Nottingham’s online catalogue of 
manuscripts and special collections 
for anything I could find on a Giles 
Cowley of Derbyshire, father of a 
Daniel born in 1699. I found a 
counterpart lease for Carburton Hall 
in Nottinghamshire (see front 
cover) between Edward, Lord 
Harley and his wife Henrietta 
Cavendish Holles Harley of the first 
part, and Giles Cowley of Ashover, 
Derbyshire, gentleman of the second 
part, for a term of 21 years from 29 
September 1722.5  

Lord Harley owned the Welbeck 
Estate in the area known as the 
Dukeries.6 Carburton Hall (known 
today as the Manor House) is locat-
ed about eight miles downriver 
from the estate’s Welbeck Abbey; 
today the River Poulter flows  
through tranquil water meadows, 
showing no sign of the industrial ac-

tivity that existed here in the 
1700s.7 

Built in the late seventeenth century 
and now a listed heritage building, 
Carburton Hall was, in 1722, in the 
northern fringes of Sherwood 
Forest. The land, or at least some of 
it, was obviously suitable for 
farming, however, as thrashing and 
storage of corn is mentioned in Giles 
Cowley’s lease, as are woodlands, 
which were not to be cut down 
without Lord and Lady Harley’s 
permission. Moreover, Giles was 
specifically required to apply 
compost and manure to the land 
annually and was forbidden to 
plough up the meadow lying 
between the house and the river. 
Part of the surrounding Welbeck 
Estate was used for sheep grazing, 
so this would have been one source 
of manure. 

Giles Cowley and his wife Lydia 
Morley were aged 53 and 50 
respectively in 1722 when they 
moved the 25 miles to the east. 
Their seven children were aged 
from 27 to 16 years at that time, and 
second son Daniel, in his early 20s 
and destined to become a respected 
husbandman in Carburton, most 
likely moved with his parents, 
considering that he married a local 
woman four years later.2 It seems as 
though the parents were becoming 
empty-nesters and wanted a change 
of scenery, perhaps even a step up 
in society. 
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Records of apprenticeships and 
freedom of the City of London 
indicate that, while still living in 
Derbyshire, Giles had taken steps to 
ensure that his other sons had a 
trade from which to make a living.8 
In 1712 he sent his 15-year-old 
firstborn son Giles to Chesterfield 
(Derbyshire), paying a premium of 
£30 (about $4,800 today) to have 
him apprenticed to a master tallow 
chandler (candlemaker). An undat-
ed draft lease tells us he helped his 
son get started in this trade by co-
signing the lease for a house and 
workshop in Chesterfield for a per-
iod of seven years at £6 a year.9 In 
1717, son Leonard was apprenticed 
at the age of 16 to a master baker of 
Nottingham, while another son, 

Abraham, found his way to London, 
with or without his father’s help, 
and in 1743 was granted the 
Freedom of the City of London (by 
redemption on payment of 48s 8d) 
in the Company of Fanmakers. He 
was married the next month and 
referred to in the marriage bond as 
a victualler (innkeeper). Freedom of 
the City of London gave Abraham 
the right to practise his trade and to 
vote in parliamentary elections.  

At this point, for clarification, 
readers may wish to refer to the 
accom-panying two charts—Figure 
2 is a partial family tree, while 
Figure 3 identifies the places in 
which this Cowley family resided in 
Central England.

Figure 2: Cowley family tree 
Source: Author 
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The Derbyshire Cowleys 
If Giles Cowley had been a “gentle-
man of Ashover" in Derbyshire at 
the time he signed the lease for 
Carburton Hall, I wondered why his 
first three children (including Dan-
iel) had been born in Ashbourne, 
Derbyshire. Was Giles’ home parish 
Ashbourne or Ashover? The two are 
some 17 miles apart. 

Experience told me that couples 
generally married in the bride’s 
parish and, after the marriage, often 
stayed there for the birth of their 
firstborn child or children (because 
the bride’s mother was there) 
before moving on, often to the 
groom's home parish. 

So, perhaps not surprisingly, I found 
Giles Cowley's marriage in 
Ashbourne. He and Lydia Morley 
married there in 1694 and only 
moved to Ashover in about 1700.  

While looking for evidence of Giles’ 
death, I found an inventory of his 
possessions made in April 1744 (he 
had died intestate), which described 
him as being a “yeoman of 
Ashover.”10 His lease for Carburton 
Hall would have expired in 
September 1743, and he was buried 
in January 1744 in Ashover, so there 
had been time for him to return 
home to Derbyshire before he died.  

The list of items in the inventory 
indicates to me that Giles Cowley 

Figure 3: Map of Central England showing Cowley places of residence 
Source: Susan Rowland 
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was a man of substance. The value 
of his goods and chattels amounted 
to some $34,000 in today’s money, 
aside from the value of any land and 
properties that were excluded. 
Besides all his farming equipment, 
animals and crops, items included 
some that must have been 
considered luxury goods and which 
in my experience were fairly 
unusual for farmers to possess, such 
as looking glasses, seven pictures, 
silver utensils, an unusual 13 pairs 
of sheets, a clock, numerous chairs 
and more than one table. Such 
items, I thought, could well have 
graced the rooms of Carburton Hall.  

Further investigations into his 
family’s past would reveal an 
additional source of wealth, which 
Giles most likely inherited from his 
grandfather and great-uncle, as well 
as evidence that the Cowleys had 
previously owned a substantial 
house—Marsh Green Hall—in 
Ashover. 

I was so far satisfied that Giles 
Cowley married in Ashbourne, lived 
subsequently in Ashover, and then 
moved in later life to Carburton, 
returning to Ashover when his 
Carburton lease expired. Now I had 
to find evidence of Giles’ birth and 
his parents—Ashover seemed a 
likely place. 

Giles being a fairly unusual given 
name, I hoped that, as I worked              

back into the 1600s, my search for 
the Cowley ancestors with this 

name would be relatively simple. 
Around this time, I did something I 
hadn’t done before—I joined ances-
try.co.uk and searched for Giles 
Cowley in the family trees posted 
there, bearing in mind all the warn-
ings I had heard about inaccuracies 
in trees on Ancestry. Much to my de-
light I got a number of hits, includ-
ing one particularly comprehensive 
tree covering three generations of 
Cowleys in the 1600s with several 
interesting-sounding references, 
though they were lacking source 
locations.  

Being a visual type, I like to work 
with family trees in chart form. So I 
printed out that early Cowley family 
tree from Ancestry and used it as a 
basis for my own research, making 
sure to find for myself the source 
data for each person on it (it had on-
ly names and years) and adding to it 
as my own research progressed. A 
series of productive exchanges with 
the tree owner followed, as a result 
of which she gave me links to those 
source documents she had found 
and I gave her additional infor-
mation and clarifications about 
people and dates on the tree from 
the wills and other documents I had 
been finding and ordering.  

This email exchange through 
Ancestry led me to widen my use of 
the Internet Archive11 and Google 
Books—and also the Ottawa Public 
Library Interlibrary Loan system, 
which unexpectedly found for me 
some books on very obscure sub-
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jects in libraries across Canada, like 
lead mining in sixteenth-century 
Derbyshire.12 The lesson I learned 
from that? Never underestimate the 
services your local public library 
can offer! 

The Ancestry tree had shown that 
Giles was baptized in 1669 and was 
one of ten children of Giles and 
Dorithy(sic) Cowley, all baptized in 
Ashover, Derbyshire. Using online 
databases, I was quickly able to 
confirm this. But there my luck ran 
out—I could find no record of a 
marriage for his parents, nor a likely 
baptism for his father.  

Ashover and Its  
Parish Register 
I now wanted to know more about 
the Derbyshire parish of Ashover—
it was beginning to look as though it 
would figure prominently in the 
Cowley family’s past. I discovered, 
however, that the earliest Ashover 
parish register had been destroyed 
in 1646, during the English Civil 
War, and that the parish records 
start only in 1653. Perhaps that was 
why I could not find Giles and 
Dorithy?  

The fate of the Ashover parish 
register is recorded in the personal 
correspondence of the seventeenth-
century Rector, Immanuel Bourne, 
following the destruction of his own 
house by Parliamentarians in spite 
of his being a parliamentary 
supporter. He described how the 
soldiers smashed the stained glass 
windows and some of the 

stonework in the church, and took 
the prayer book, surplice and parish 
register to the market place, where 
they burned them. Apparently the 
register was partly written in Latin, 
which the soldiers could not read 
but assumed it must therefore be 
“full of popery and treason.”13 

I continued my research on Ashover 
village and the surrounding area, 
realizing that, if I was going to trace 
the Cowleys back into the early 
1600s, and, if the family had lived in 
Ashover parish for several 
generations, I would have no parish 
register to guide me, so I was going 
to have to find them in other 
sources.  

The village of Ashover occupies a 
site on the side of the valley of the 
River Amber, a beautiful and tran-
quil valley. Until about 1750, and 
during the time my Cowley family 
lived there, it was a self-contained 
community—roads into the Amber 
Valley being suitable only for pack-
horses. In those days it was home to 
a variety of industrial activities and 
it was one of the centres for the lead 
mining and smelting industry. Lead 
ore had been mined in the county 
continuously from at least Roman 
times. By the seventeenth century it 
was a lucrative business—on the 
national scale, second only in 
importance to wool, as it was 
needed both at home and abroad in 
roofing, plumbing, the making of 
pewter for domestic dishes and, 
importantly, for ammunition. I was 
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soon to realize that, like other 
yeoman farmers, the Cowleys were 
also heavily involved in the lead 
mining, smelting and trading 
business. 

Finding Other Sources 
While scouring the online catalogue 
of the Derbyshire Record Office for 
Cowley references, I came across 
several dating from the first decade 
of the eighteenth century in the 
daybook of William Hodgkinson, a 
landowner and lead merchant of 
Overton Hall in Ashover, who

 owned lead mines and smelting 
works.14 Like virtually every North 
Derbyshire family of the same class 
in this period, they were involved in 
the local lead trade, sending 
shipments overland to Bawtry and 
thence by water to West Stockwith, 
Hull (on the east coast), London and 
Amsterdam, as well as trading in 
other products with the Baltic 
countries. William Hodgkinson is 
unusual in that, alone of provincial 
Baltic merchants of his generation, a 
large proportion of his accounts 
survive.15 I was fortunate to find 
that Hodgkinson’s Overton daybook 
has been name-indexed. 

Figure 4: Extracts from Debit (top) and Credit (bottom) columns of Hodgkinson's daybook 

Source: Derbyshire Record Office 
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The 
daybook is 
a double-
entry 
account 
book, from 
which it is 
clear that 
he was 
purchasing 
raw lead 
ore and supplies of wood (fuel for 
smelting) from Giles Cowley Jr. (b. 
1669) of Hill Top, Ashover.  

Figure 4 shows the Cowley entries 
for 1702. The debit column on the 
left-hand page (top image) shows 
how much money Hodgkinson paid 
Cowley and the right-hand credit 
page (bottom image) shows the 
quantities and value of lead ore 
Cowley supplied Hodgkinson (the 
classic double-entry layout).  

The daybook not only records lead 
ore and wood purchases but also 
contains a record of strictly finan-
cial dealings, like loans, mortgages 
and cash payments, with Cowleys 
whom William Hodgkinson referred 
to as “Giles Cowley Senior” (16??–
1711) and “Giles Cowley Junior”; 
their accounts imply a long-term 
financial relationship.  

Borrowing and lending in the eight-
eenth century was not as it is today. 
Even after the establishment of the 
Bank of England in 1694, credit was 
extremely hard to come by and 
there were no local banks as we 
would understand them today. 

People who controlled relatively 
stable assets, such as land, property 
and buildings, became central 
figureheads in society. This would 
help explain Hodgkinson's position 
as a money lender, as he would have 
been one of the few people in 
Ashover with substantial assets, and 
thus became an important source of 
credit within the parish.16 

Giles Cowley Jr. was the previously 
discussed Giles (b. 1669) who 
moved to Carburton, Nottingham-
shire in 1722. As noted in the 
daybook, Giles lived at “Hill Topp” in 
Ashover. Today’s Hill Top Farm 
(Figure 5) is at the top of the steep 
gritstone escarpment on the east 
side of the Amber Valley. It is tempt-
ing to imagine that this may be the 
house occupied by the Cowleys in 
the 1600s, but more research would 
be needed to determine that. The 
land on “the top” is more or less 
moorland, not very fertile, and is 
used mostly for raising animals.  

Cowleys and Lead Mining 

Figure 5: Hill Top Farm, Ashover 
Source: Google Maps street view (April 2009) 
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The earliest reference I’ve come 
across linking the Cowleys to lead 
mining concerns a Gyles Cowley 
(hereafter referred to as Giles). He 
was one of those 
interrogated by 
commissioners in 
August 1657 in a 
legal dispute 
initiated in the 
Exchequer Court 
by the Rev. 
Immanuel 
Bourne—the same 
clergyman who had 
witnessed the 
burning of the 
parish register 11 years before—
regarding his claim for lead tithes 
from the miners and mine owners 
in Ashover. Although the legal 
documentation is essentially 
concerned with tithe recovery (Rev. 
Bourne lost his case), the witness 
depositions provide very use-ful 
information about the mines and 
mine owners in the Ashover area at 
that time.17   

Giles was described as a yeoman, 
aged 55 (thus giving me his birth 
year of 1602), being “of Marsh 
Green,” Ashover, and owning land in 
the area called the Butts18 (where 
the galena-bearing19 Westedge 
mineral vein outcropped) and from 
where he said he had previously 
extracted lead ore. It is known that 
Giles and a Richard Hodgkinson of 
Ashover had purchased a portion of 
Ashover Manor in 1648, including a 
lead smelting mill at nearby 

Kelstedge, as well as Marsh Green 
Hall (Figure 6), which Cowleys 
occupied until at least 1699.20 

The land owned in the Butts area by 
Giles Cowley (b. 1602), who was the 
grandfather of the aforementioned 
Giles Jr. (b. 1669), must surely have 
been one of the sources of lead 
ore—and additional income—for 
his son and grandson.  

The Cowleys, however, undoubtedly 
owned a number of other mines, 
called “groves,” either outright or in 
shares, as Leonard, brother of Giles 
(b. 1602), was a wealthy lead 
merchant and “gentleman” of 
Chester-field when he died in 1686, 
who left all his [unnamed] lead 
mines or groves and his shares in 
others to his brother Giles. The 
latter died intestate the following 
year, when the administration of his 
estate was granted to his son Giles.21 

Figure 6: Marsh Green Hall, Ashover, 2005 
Source: http://www.caudwellandco.com/  

Properties/57/marsh_green.pdf 
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Cowleys and Their Position  
in Derbyshire Society 
Other documents I found confirmed 
the somewhat elevated standing of 
Giles Cowley (b. 1602) in Ashover. 
About 1660, Helen, the eldest child 
of Giles and his wife Joan Richards, 
in an example of the intermarriage 
that took place between the 
merchant families in this period, 
married the wealthy lead merchant 
Thomas Gladwin of Tupton Hall, 
who, unlike most other local lead 
merchants, belonged to the upper 
ranks of county society, being 
chosen as a Justice of the Peace in 
1671 and 1682.22  

Besides being linked by marriage, 
most lead merchants at this time 
were non-conformist in their reli-
gion and supporters of Parliament 
during the Civil War, so it is fair to 
assume that Giles Cowley’s family 
shared the same religious and 
political affinities. This is supported 
by the inclusion of Giles Cowley’s 
name in the 1640 election accounts 
of Sir John Coke (1607–1650), an 
English politician who sat in the 
Long Parliament from 1640 to 1650 
as the member for Derbyshire and 
who supported the Parliamentarian 
side during the Civil War.23  

In November 1640, following the 
House of Commons election, a list of 
accounts payable by Sir John was 
prepared for lodgings, meals and 
other expenses of the freeholders 
eligible to vote at the election of Sir 
John Coke the younger as Knight of 

the Shire.24 The account indicates 
that Giles Cowley of Ashover 
received three meals on Sir John 
Coke’s election account at the house 
of Thomas Stables. Evidently Sir 
John did his best to ensure the votes 
of the Derbyshire electors by     
treating them to considerable    
hospitality.  

Charles I had prompted the election 
by summoning Parliament to help 
him out of a financial crisis. But re-
lations between the King and 
Parliament were deteriorating and 
this period marked the beginning of 
the English Revolution (1640–60). 
Feeling that the Reformation might 
be starting to unravel, in May 1641 
Parlia-ment ordered every member 
of the House of Commons to make a 
protestation—a declaration or oath 
of loyalty to the Protestant religion 
and the Crown, and to uphold the 
powers and privileges of 
Parliament. Then each MP had to 
ensure that all males over the age of 
18 years in his constituency also 
took the oath. So it was that the men 
of Ashover took the oath before 
Rector Immanuel Bourne after four 
Sunday sermons between May and 
July 1641, and thanks to this mini-
census we know that three adult 
Cowley men—Giles and his broth-
ers—were living in Ashover then. 
Nobody in Ashover refused the 
oath.25 

Following the restoration of Charles 
II to the throne in 1660, there is 
evidence that the Cowleys remained 
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significant land and property 
owners and were pillars of the 
community. When a list of parish 
freeholders was drawn up in 1663, 
other than the lords of the manors 
and local gentry, only 11 families 
were included—the Cowleys being 
one.26 Then, in 1664, Giles Cowley 
(b.1602) was noted as being 
churchwarden27 and, in the 
Derbyshire Hearth Tax Assessments 
of 1662–70, he was assessed for the 
relatively large number of five 
hearths (probably for Marsh Green 
Hall)and had to pay an annual tax of 
2s for each.28 In the Poor 
Assessment of 1693, his son Giles 
(16??–1711) and daughter 
Elizabeth (16??–1699), as property 
owners, each had to pay 2s 2d and 
10d respectively for a part of Marsh 
Green.27 

It is thanks to Ashover resident 
Leonard Wheatcroft (1627–1706)29 
that we know the name of Giles (b. 
1602) Cowley’s wife—Joan/Jone—
and the baptism date in 1637 of the 
couple’s son Leonard. This is 
because Wheatcroft wrote a poem 
to mark the occasion (and the 
poems have been indexed!). Indeed, 
Joan’s name in Wheatcroft’s poem 
told me that the 1631 marriage I 
had found for Giles Cowley and Joan 
Richardes in the parish register of 
Darley Dale was the one I wanted.30 
A second Wheatcroft poem—on the  

death of his “very loving freind Giles 
Cowly, who departed this life March 
7, 1686, aged 87”31—was even more 

useful and interesting, giving me 
Giles’ year of birth (under the old 
Julian Calendar) and illustrating a 
fascinating early use of the natural 
exclamation “hey,” in this case 
directed towards and trying to get 
the attention of God! The first line of 
the poem reads: “Great god above 
that dwells in Heaven hey.”31  

Leonard Wheatcroft was known for 
his loyalty and for his Puritanical 
principles, while at the same time 
remaining an ardent Royalist. 

Obviously the latter quality did not 
interfere with his friendships with 
Parliamentarians, who undoubtedly 
included Giles Cowley. 

Tracing Cowleys in  
Pre-Commonwealth Times 
I specifically looked for Cowley 
wills, which can sometimes be 
tremendously helpful in developing 
a family tree and clarifying 
relationships. I found several from 
this early period—all in English (not 
Latin) and interesting, but not all 
very helpful.  

The first and most useful was made 
in 1624 and was the will of Leonard 
Cowley, who described himself as 
being “of the age of 80 years.”32 
Leonard helpfully named his wife 
(Annes/Agnes) and his children in 
his will—Gyles, Leonard, George, 
Ann, Elin/Hellen, Elizabeth and 
William. This was tremendously 
exciting as it gave me Leonard’s 
birth year (1544). It therefore took 
the family tree back into the first 
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half of the 1500s, as I am quite 
confident that Leonard is a direct 
ancestor and the father of Giles (b. 
1602). Leonard’s advanced age and 
his wish that his son Gyles should 
“bring up his younger children” 
indicates that Gyles was his eldest 
son and that Leonard’s wife Annes/  
Agnes was probably considerably 
younger than him and may have 
been a second (or subsequent) wife. 
I could find no records for a mar-
riage for Leonard and Annes/Agnes, 
however, so it may have taken place 
in Ashover, for which there is no 
early parish register. 

Leonard (b. 1544) was obviously a 
wealthy man, although there is no 
mention in his will of any lead-
related activities. Rather, his wealth 
appears to have come from the 
practice of agriculture—from his 
farm, which he leased, and other 
tracts of land he owned, and from 
the sheep and wool, cattle, horses, 
pigs and poultry, and corn (cereals) 
he raised. The associated inventory 
of his “goods, cattels and chattels” 
appraised Leonard’s assets (not in-
cluding land and buildings) at about 
$130,000 in today’s money, and 
included debts owed to him by 15 
men, suggesting that he could also 
have been acting as a local banker. It 
also included an item I have not 
seen in other early wills, namely, 
“all his books,” so Leonard, who 
signed his own will, was literate and 
possibly an educated man.  

An even earlier Cowley will was that 
of Miles Cowley of Alton in Ashover, 
made in 1602, and accompanied by 
an inventory drawn up the 
following year, which seems to 
include a chest containing 48 
pounds—valued at over $10,000 
today!32 Miles generously named 
many beneficiaries, most of whom 
were children and some of whom 
were Cowleys, but unfortunately he 
did not explain his relationship to 
any of them, with the exception of 
Miles Cowley, his godson—possibly 
a nephew. My best guess is that 
Miles senior was a bachelor and 
childless, and that, other than his 
godson, the Cowleys named in his 
will were his siblings—Ann, 
Leonard, John and Giles. 

The earliest will I found was that of 
Robberte (Robert) Cowley, a 
husbandman (farmer) of Northedge, 
Ashover, made in July 1584, with an 
inventory from September the same 
year.32 While he named his wife, 
Elizabeth, the names of his three 
children—John, Henrye and Ma-
rie—do not particularly resonate as 
typical Cowley family names. Two of 
the four “supervisors” he appointed, 
however, to oversee the work of the 
executors (Elizabeth and John) were 
familiar names—Giles and Miles. My 
feeling is therefore that Robert was 
the older brother of Giles, Miles (d. 
1603) and Leonard (b. 1544).  

In addition, while not explaining the 
family relationships, occasional 
documentary references to Cowleys 
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and the continuity of given names 
like Leonard and Giles confirm that 
the family was indeed resident in 
the Ashover area in the early 1600s 
and even in the mid- to late-1500s. 
For example, a Giles Cowley appears 
in the Constable Levy (a type of 
conscription for municipal peace 
officers) of 163327—probably Giles 
b. 1602—and a Leonard Cowley was 
taxed in September 1599 in a 
subsidy33 of Ashover parish in the 
amount of 8s for “moveable goods.”  

 Furthermore, it may have been the 
same Leonard Coleley (Cowley) who 
witnessed a codicil to the 1586 will 
of Francis Rolleston of Lea in 
Ashover, one of the local gentry, 
while another Gyles Cowley, most 
likely Leonard’s brother, is referred 
to in the same will as the tenant of 
one of Rolleston’s messuages 
(dwelling houses and outbuildings 
with associated land).34  

Pre-Commonwealth records 
involving Cowleys from the Ashover 
area are few and far between, but 
they do offer enough tantalizing 
hints to conjecture a family tree 
going back into the 1500s beyond 
the earliest of the three generations 
of Giles’s (Figure 2). I do believe, 
however, that I am unlikely to be 
able to trace this family back any 
further into the mists of time. 

 

Conclusions 
As I wrap up my research on this 
Cowley family, I ask myself, what 
did I make of those Cowley 
ancestors I have come to know over 
the last two years of study? Well, 
several things strike me: 

 First, for several hundred years 
they achieved income, security 
and social status from the 
land—either as freeholders or 
leaseholders. While never 
considered landed gentry, they 
were nevertheless of the 
yeoman class and were 
sometimes considered 
gentlemen, reflecting their 
somewhat elevated status in 
their communities. 

 Second, with the odd exception, 
their entrepreneurial spirit and 
work ethic appear to have 
contributed to their success in a 
major way.  

 And thirdly, they demonstrated 
great pride in their heritage and 
honoured their ancestors by the 
repeated use of family names 
down through the generations. 
I’ve calculated that, without 
exception, the name Daniel has 
been used in at least nine 
consecutive generations, and 
Giles in at least five. 

Some descendants of the nine-
teenth-century Canadian Cowley 
pioneer family still live in Ottawa 
and the Bristol–Norway Bay area of 
Pontiac County, Quebec, where the 
family first settled 180 years ago. 
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To the Cowleys I have met as a 
result of this exercise, I would just 
like to say that tracing your history 
has been—and continues to be—
immensely satisfying and a real 
pleasure. 

I am indebted to Jane Cowley Egan of 
Ottawa and Norway Bay and Bob 
Cowley of Norway Bay in particular 
for sharing with me their memories 
and their collection of family 
photographs and documents, and for 
allowing me into their lives so I can 
tell their family’s story. Thank you 
both. 
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